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In this group the only true abortifacicnt drug is lead and, successful
as it undoubtedly is, it is so only at the expense of the health and often
of the life of the taker. The frequent occurrence of abortion among
pottery workers in the days when lead glazes were common is probably
the origin of the extension of the use of lead salts for this purpose, and
the well known use of diachylon plaster (emplaslrum plurnbi) and other
compounds of lead has left behind a permanent damage (see LEAD
POISONING, Vol. VII, p, 660). This poison is used much less commonly
now, owing largely to the restriction of the sale of diachylon and lead
salts by the Poisons Rules; but cases occur from time to time from the
taking of white lead, paint, and even the soaking of lead piping in
vinegar and the drinking of the resulting liquid,
Purgatives (ii) Purgatives, e.g. croton oil, gamboge, clateriurn, colocynth, and
aloes, are ingredients of such medicines, although the first two arc not
in common use. Probably aloes is the commonest, aloes and canella
powder (hiera picra) and compound pills of colocynth being common
forms of the purgative. Aloes in combination with iron, not uncommonly
referred to as 'steel', is another form,
Such pills, as well as other drugs to be mentioned, are often sold by
disreputable vendors of such compounds at a price which is several
hundred times higher than the cost. It is difficult to describe in scientific
words exactly how these purgatives act, but undoubtedly they are
occasionally successful In one case a perfectly healthy girl who was
about three months pregnant aborted after taking two 4-grain aloes
and iron pills with a trace of oil of savin three times a day for two days,
It may be that as griping is a well known effect of these drugs, i.e.
painful contraction of the smooth muscle, they may on absorption act
similarly on the uterus. There is evidence that aloes also causes con-
gestion of the uterus. Iron and its compounds have not any abortifacicnt
effect whatsoever.
Essential oils    (Hi) The compilation of a complete list of all the essential oils that have
been used for this purpose would be a formidable task, but the com-
moner oils which have been and still are used for this purpose can be
reduced to a moderate list; oil of pennyroyal, oil of peppermint, oil of
rue, oil of tansy, apiol, oil of nutmeg, myrrh, oil of savin, oil of lavender,
and oil of cinnamon. These oils are not uncommonly taken in gin, with
purgatives, and, when taken in medicinal doses or even in doses 2 to 3
times the medicinal dose, do little if any harm. Only very rarely do they
cause abortion, but it must be recognized that this may happen*
They must not, however, be regarded as harmless, for severe symptoms
and even death have followed excessive doses, at all events so far as
some of the oils are concerned. Thus, for example, 240 minims of oil
of pennyroyal are recorded as having been fatal, and 1 know of a
woman who was made dangerously ill* but recovered, after a dose of
180 drops of oil of pennyroyal.
Oil of savin is the most toxic of all, and several deaths have been
recorded. Most of the cases have followed drinking an infusion of